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JAMES C. PALMER, SURGEON GENERAL OF THE NAVY 

(1872-73) 

By CAPTAIN LOUIS H. RODDIS, Medical Corps, V. S. Navy 



JAMES C. PALMER, the third to 
hold the office of Surgeon Gen- 
eral of the Navy ,md the seventh 
to be Chief of the Bureau of Medicine 
and Surgery, was born in Maryland 
June 29, 181 1 j and appointed from 
that State as an Assistant Surgeon on 
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March 20, 1834-. His first service was 
one the frigate Brandy-wine, of the 
Pacific Squadron. His next duty was on 
the sloop Vincennes, the first vessel of 
our Navy to circumnavigate the globe. 
She made her second cruise around 
the world in 1836 when Dr. Palmer 
was attached to, her. From 1838 to 
1 842 he was with the celebrated Wilkes 



exploring expedition ' in the : ; 
Pacific, as medical officer of the Ui ■ 
Relief } one of the squadron with l - S 
miral Wilkes which returned !-, 1 
Callao by way of the Sandwich IsLv, % 
and Australia. He was commission- \ 
Surgeon October 27, 1841 and ^ f 
service on the Vandalia, afterwards U 
in the Samoan hurricane in 1889,1- 
on the Niagara during the Atltr-j 
cable expedition in 1857. A manuscrp 
order and organization book of ft | 
Vandalia was recently offered for u' s | 
by a well-known book store which t* f 
tained a complete set of orders for ;h \ 
internal administration of the si* 
discipline, drills, precautions again Li. 
and the duties of each person on txarj 
This was written entirely in the hand :j 
Dr. Palmer, and the commanding t& 
cer not only attests this fact but also lb | 
the surgeon and three other offi;c\ I 
one of whom was Lieutenant Willbs | 
Herndon, the explorer, had assic-j s 
with their recommendations and il | 
vice. 

From 1858 to i860 Dr. Palm 
served on the U.S.S. Macedonian a 
the Mediterranean Squadron. Mis r, 
duty was thus of a most varied chs I 
acter and he was a member of three | 
the most famous scientific expedite | 
made by our Navy. There is no qu» | 
tion but that he was entitled to l!« | 
reputation of being a real seagoing d< 1 
tor and after this last cruise he fuD" I 



James C, 

\ ii; , cr vcd the period of shore duty 
i Jjih he began at the Naval Academy 

pilmcr, who later was to succeed 
f.-Itz as Surgeon General of the Navy, 
followed him as Fleet Surgeon 
4icg over that duty in the Gulf 

I v'^ron under Admiral Farragut in 
mV}. He participated in the battle of 
Mobile Bay on August 5, 1864 and was 

I rxarncd with the temporary enlarge- 
ment of the naval hospital at Pensacola 

I y^h was used for the care of the 
*. ;a -ded after that engagement. It was 

J ttisl.-.taincd as the principal hospital for 

I the fleet in Gulf waters from 1863 to 

After the close of the Ctvil War, Dr. 
* Ti!mcr was at the Naval Hospital, 
SV* York where he remained until 
! f \fy). He was on duty at Newport, 
J SEJsflde Island from 1870 to 1872. He 
1 +13 appointed Chief of the Bureau of 
f Nkdidne and Surgery by President 
;",nr,: on June 10, 1872, and held office 
wt-\ June 29, 1873. Thus two succes- 
| vtt Surgeons General of the Navy 
irsir the Civil War had followed one 
1 tr.i-fhcr as Fleet Surgeons with Ad- 
I ninl Farragut. Surgeon R. G. Dean 
m Assistant Chief of Bureau under 
| Dr. Palmer. 

The naval hospital in Yokohama, 
I Jftpw, destroyed by the earthquake of 
I 1 t:j and not rebuilt, was extended and 
I crur.pletcd during Palmer's term of 
I 'tfivc to provide for the Asiatic Squad- 
I riit. He also urged the rebuilding of 
I tilt naval hospitals at Pensacola, 
I Florida and Portsmouth, New Hamp- 
I <Mrt. In recommending this, he says in 
I annual report of the Surgeon Gen- 
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eral for 1871, "As Pensacola is the only 
proper harbor for the Gulf Squadron 
the necessity for a hospital there is 
very manifest." The hospital at Ports- 
mouth, New Hampshire consisted of 
"only an old farmhouse, capable, at the 
utmost, of accommodating sixteen 
beds." The Surgeon General strongly, 
though unsuccessfully, urged the pur- 
chase of a new site and erection of a 
hospital and urged $5,000 be appropri- 
ated for it. The statement of the Naval 
Hospital Fund showed $73,809.04 on 
hand. A total of $40,000 was estimated 
as the cost of current repairs at the 
naval hospitals and the naval labora- 
tory for 1 87 1. 

There had been some question re- 
garding the healthfulness of the situa- 
tion of the Naval Hospital at Annapolis 
and a special board was appointed to 
investigate it. They made a report 
similar to the proverbial politicians' 
answer, "well yes, and then again no," 
and left the question unanswered. They 
noted there was no proper quarters for 
the surgeon and recommended that the 
.old mansion house on the grounds be 
rehabilitated as a residence. 

One of the requests in the Surgeon 
General's report was for a clerk (4th 
class) to transcribe records for the use 
of the Pension Office. Today when a 
hundred clerks are necessary for this 
work it is interesting to look back to 
the time when the need for the first 
clerk was requested to furnish medical 
records for the Commissioner of Pen- 
sions. 

The average strength of the Navy in 
that year including officers, seamen, 
marines, engineer service, and Coast 
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and Geodetic Survey was "as near as 
can be ascertained about 11,819." The 
proportion of persons admitted to the 
sick list in relation to the whole number 
in the Navy was 1.02 or each person 
' was on the sick list 1-2/100 times each 
year. The total deaths from all causes 
was 135. 

There was a total of 14,704. cases 
treated during this year with 516 cases' 

■ remaining under treatment at the end 
of the year. The total number of insane 
cases at St. Elizabeths Hospital for Sep- 

■ tember 30, 1 871 to September 30, 1 872 
was 44 with 32 cases remaining at the 
end of the period. 

Medical Inspector Edward Shippen, 
the Fleet Surgeon in the European sta- 
tion made an inspection with a detailed 
report of the Medical School at Netley, 

■ England maintained by the War Office 
for postgraduate training of medical 
officers of both the Army and Navy. 
There was considerable agitation for a 
similar school for the Medical Corps of 
our Navy and it is probable that Dr. 
Shippen had been instructed to make 
this inspection and report. The Sur- 

1 geon General in his annual report 
strongly urged the establishment of a 
similar school. He said: "This Bureau 
is now engaged in collecting and pre- 



paring for publication all case, • 
pathological interest, hidden aw-j v C 
years and almost lost in its arcfcV 
but we want the nucleus for a tri-C 
school as at Netley ; we want 1 ^ 
of deposit for marine collection \ 
our own officers. To accomplish (H* 
ends, I propose the appropriate \ 
$15,000." 

This appropriation was not oktew 
and it was many years and a nusjp 
of Surgeons General had to rcpa; % 
recommendation before in 190: & 
Naval Medical School was csUblkV* 

Dr. Palmer retired for age, jur* * 
1873. Little can be ascertained rep?' 
ing him after his retirement, Hisd'n 
occurred April 24, 1883. There :i , 
letter of that date from Surgeon Cc* 
eral P. S. Wales to the Sccrctirr 4 
the Navy, Mr. W. E. Chandler, W 
ing that Dr. Palmer had did \\« 
morning. The cause of death was p*?t 
as chronic dysentery. Because the h 
ter was of the same date as the d«:V, 
it is unlikely that he died in WnV 
ington. Search for his place of Ursa 
has been unsuccessful. 

His picture shows the Civil WV 
officer of our Navy and with the bed 
and hair typical of that period. 



